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terest  to  this  collection of writings on  the  teaching of non-aggression  for 




based  on  interviews  and  examination  of  genealogical  records  collected  in 
the field, reports on incidents of homicide among !Kung. The murder rate, 
according to Lee, is rather frequent for a people purported to be harmless 













as  to whether  they are harmless or,  in  fact, murderous.  In addition,  since 
the !Kung are by now well studied, one can use specific information about 
!Kung behavior  to examine general propositions about  social  control  and 
interpersonal conflict in hunting and gathering societies generally.









socialization  that  bear  on  the  teaching  of  non-aggression,  but  also  these 
other dimensions of social organization which are relevant to the ability of 
!Kung to discourage  interpersonal aggression and to encourage group co-
operation.  I will  leave a discussion of  the  issue, “Are  the  !Kung unaggres-
sive, aggressive, harmless, or murderous?” to the concluding section of this 
paper.
Before  proceeding  directly  to  the  topic,  there  are  a  few  caveats  which 
should be laid before the reader. These concern the problems which an an-
thropologist faces in presenting and interpreting information.
When  anthropologists  describe  the  exotic  peoples  with  whom  they 









Malinowski’s  portrayal  of  reciprocity  and  exchange  among  the Trobriand 








crannied  texture  of  social  life  into  a  flat,  but  admittedly  easy  to  absorb, 
porridge.
In writing an essay on aggression in !Kung life, one encounters some of 






the  !Kung  are  a  people  who  devalue  aggression;  they  have  explicit  values 
against assaulting, losing control, and seeking to intimidate another person 
by sheer force of personality. Furthermore, on a daily basis and over months 
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During seventeen and a half months of fieldwork with the Nyae 
Nyae !Kung . . . , I personally saw only four flare-ups of discord 









(Biesele,  1972  a,  1972b,  1975,  1976).  The  difference  between  the  !Kung 
and other peoples is that the circumstances of their life are such that they 
must dampen their passions to manageable  levels or, that failing, separate 








readers  not  acquainted  with  the  growing  literature  on  the  !Kung,  a  brief 
ethnographic description will be useful.
The  literature  on  the  !Kung  has  increased  steadily  in  the  last  twenty 
years.  The  earlier  work  of  Lorna  Marshall,  John  Marshall,  and  Elizabeth 
Marshall Thomas give a general background to !Kung social organization 
and  economy,  although  the  publications  of  the  Marshall  family  primarily 











tional  foraging techniques, and these are  the people who are described  in 
this paper.
The  few  remaining  groups  of  still  mobile  !Kung  subsist  on  wild  veg-
etable  foods  and  game  meat.  They  are  seminomadic,  moving  their  camps 
at  irregular  intervals,  from a few days to several weeks. They live  in small 

















bows  and  arrows  and  metal-pointed  spears.  Women  do  the  bulk  of  the 
gathering of wild foodstuffs and much of the food preparation. Their tools 
include  a  simple  digging  stick,  a  wooden  mortar  and  pestle,  and  a  heavy 
leather cape or kaross which doubles as an article of clothing as well as a 
carrying bag. 
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Child-Training and the Teaching of Non-Aggression
It is impossible to understand !Kung child socialization apart from the 


















tempers,  and  strike  out  at  each  other.  One  can  see  the  youngest  toddler, 









use  the  same  interventionist  technique.  I  was  often  surprised  at  the  abil-































sistently  ignore  a  child’s  angry  outburst  when  it  does  not  inflict  harm. A 
child’s frustration at such times is acute, but he learns that anger does not 
cause an adult to change his treatment of the child, and the display of anger 
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does not get  the adult’s attention or  sympathy.  In  these  situations  the  re-
ward to the child for hostile acts must be minimal. The child can rage until 
he is tired, but, in my observation, the tirade had little effect.
















take  this  child  away  from  me!”  Someone  responds  by  calmly  and  bodily 
carting the child away to another part of the camp, the mother now able to 
resume whatever activity the child had interrupted.








For  children  who  grow  up  in  these  isolated  hunting  and  gathering 
bands, the socialization experience is continuous and consistent. As a result 





























The  mobility  of  individuals  and  groups  is,  of  course,  adaptive  under 
these circumstances, but because this degree of mobility renders food stor-
age virtually  impossible,  the  !Kung have no  insurance against hard  times. 
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stored  surplus  is  the  group  and  the  more  distant  groups  scattered  in  the 
bush, with the social and economic insurance that they provide.








































searching  for  until  the  original  hunter  led  them  to  the  place  where  the 
tracks could be recognized and followed.5
Personal  success,  excellence,  achievement,  or  sheer  luck  must  be  han-












vidual.  For  example,  a  young  woman,  N!uhka,  about  seventeen  years  old 
and unmarried, had insulted her father. Seventeen years of age is late to be 
still unmarried in this society, and her father often talked with her and with 
















band. To  play  matchmaker  is  not  necessarily  wrong,  but  in  no  accidental 









days  later  she made a  few superficial  cuts  in her  thigh and rubbed arrow 
poison into the wounds. She became quite sick and confessed that she had, 





sentially  symbolic;  only  minuscule  amounts  of  poison  must  have  entered 





“wrongdoer”  withdraws  and  turns  the  frustration  and  anger  against  the 
self.  On  the  other  hand,  when  arguments  develop  and  there  is  no  clear 
right and wrong side, the usual solution is  for one of the parties to  leave 
the  group,  moving  off  to  another  band  where  he  and  his  sympathizers 
have  friends and relatives.  In time the disputes are not exactly  forgotten, 
but they will be overlooked should the parties again find themselves camp-
ing together.
To  say  that  the  !Kung  are  unaggressive  and  capable  of  living  harmo-










in  a  spider’s  web.  Immediately  both  are  caught.  If  the  combatants  forget 
the sticky web in the heat of their anger, the onlookers do not. Real anger 
frightens and sickens the !Kung, for it is so destructive of their web of re-





be  circulated  effectively  limits  much  of  the  jealousy  and  envy  which  even 
temporary inequality of wealth can bring. Game meat must be shared with 
all consanguines and affines with whom a hunter is living. An excellent de-


















!Kung  practice  a  formalized  trade  called “hxaro”  with  certain  trading 
partners.7  Although  some “hxaroing”  is  carefully  planned  in  advance  and 
enacted  in a  formal,  solemn way, much hxaro  is done because  the person 
who finds himself the owner of a particularly attractive item is simply worn 
down  by  the  mutterings  and  taunts  of  his  relatives.  For  example,  when  a 
woman wears a particularly attractive bead necklace, or a colorful piece of 
cloth, she does not receive compliments. She hears,











tuperation.  People  continually  dun  the  Europeans  and  especially  the  Eu-
ropean anthropologists since, unlike most Europeans, the anthropologists 
speak !Kung. In the early months of my own fieldwork I despaired of ever 
getting  away  from  continual  harassment. As  my  knowledge  of  !Kung  in-
creased,  I  learned  that  the  !Kung  are  equally  merciless  in  dunning  each 
other. In time I learned the properly melodramatic disclaimers with which 
to reply to the dunning. I blush now when I recall some of my own oratory,
“You  expect  me,  one  lonely  European,  a  stranger  in  this  terri-
tory,  living away  from my own kin, without even one spear or 





Onlookers  came  to  enjoy  these  exchanges  as  they  did  when  they  heard 


















Lorna  Marshall  (1976)  has  captured  much  of  this  ambiance  with  the 























It  is  much  easier  to  understand  why  social  norms  are  effective  when 
one appreciates the spatial setting for camp life. The typical !Kung camp is 
an elliptical clearing in the bush, into which anywhere from thirty to sixty 































In  considering  !Kung  values  and  the  social  and  economic  constraints 
within  which  they  operate,  one  needn’t  conclude  that  the  !Kung  are  un-










vacy  or  with  the  sympathy  of  a  few  supporters,  among  the  !Kung  an  in-
dividual  is  always  open  to  scrutiny  and  criticism. A  person’s  complaint  is 












Homicide  and  assault  in  recent  times  are  no  doubt  discouraged  by 
the  fact  that  a  government-appointed  headman  now  lives  in  !Kung  terri-
tory in western Botswana and by the fact that the South West African po-





occupation  (and  a  few  centers  of  European  occupation)  to  which  !Kung 
are attracted both by the change of paid work and by the opportunity of 





eventually  assassinated.  Today  the  situation  is  different  for  two  reasons. 
!Kung can leave the close pressures of the bush camps and move to Bantu 
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